LIABILITY PROBLEMS OF AIR CARGO CARRIAGE
CHARLEs S. Ri-rYN*

Air transportation of cargo had its beginning at about the same time as did air
transportation of passengers. On November 14, i919, the American Railway Express
sponsored a cargo plane flight which was unsuccessful because of a forced landing;
however, this unfortunate experiment was followed by successful operations of the
Ford Motor Company in 1925 and the American Railway Express in 1927.1 Further
development in this field of aviation was stimulated by the transfer of the air mail
service to carriers, and in the early x93o's several major airlines took an active part
in the transportation of property by air, but unfortunately found there was insufficient
traffic to pay expenses. There was continued activity in this field of aviation, but
it was not until the end of World War II that the transportation of air cargo consisted of anything except small express shipments. American Air Lines was a pioneer
in providing extensive freight service, beginning on October 15, 1944, and in the next
two years was followed by a majority of the other major airlines and several nonIn 1946 the carriers carried an estimated fifty million
certificated cargo carriers
ton miles, three times as much as was hauled during the six preceding years.4
From the very beginning of shipments of property by air the carriers have imposed a limitation on their liability. The Ludington Airlines and the General Air
Express in the early 1930's limited their liability to the declared value of shipments
carried by them.5 The American Railway Express, the only carrier maintaining
continued operations in this field down through the years, in the operation of its
express service in interstate commerce has transported goods on the Air Express
Receipt, limiting its liability to the declared value of any shipment it accepts. 6 This
was followed by the United Airlines in filing its first tariffs on February I, 19460
Shipments were accepted subject to a released valuation not exceeding $5o for shipments of ioo pounds or less, or 50 cents per pound for shipments in excess of ioo
pounds, with the shipper having the opportunity of declaring a value in excess of
the above amounts and paying an additional Io cent charge for each $ioo or fraction
thereof above the released value. This procedure was in turn adopted by the other
8
carriers.
There is little statutory or case law on damage claims for injury in aircraft acci*Member of the District of Columbia bar.
American Bar Association.

Chairman of the Aeronautical Law Committee of the

1 SORRELL, PROSPECTIVE CARGO TR^FFIc, PROSPECTS AND PROBLEMS IN AVIATION (1945).
aFrederic and Lewis, History of Air Express, 12 J. AIR L. AND COM. 203 (1944).

STorgerson, History of Air Freight Tariffs, x5 J. AIR L. AND COM. 47 (948).
'Drew and Passen, Air Cargo: A New Force in Marketing, 14 J. AIR L. AND COM. I1 (947).
Frederic and Lewis, supra note 2, at 210, 222.
Anderson, Liability of Air Carriers, 13 J. AIR L. AND Com. 28r (1942).
7 Torgerson, supra note 3, at 50.
a Ibid.

LAW AND CONTEMPORARY PROBLEMS

dents to baggage or cargo. There is no federal legislation on the subject and Maryland has the only state statute. 9 No court has passed upon the validity of the
limitations contained in the Air Express Receipt,10 or on the validity of baggage
regulations filed in air carrier tariffs under the Economic Regulations" promulgated
by the Civil Aeronautics Board pursuant to the Civil Aeronautics Act."
Adequate insurance coverage is available to today's air cargo carrier, but it must
be concerned with obtaining cargo insurance at rates which are reasonable to it and
at the same time provide adequate coverage for the shipper's property. It is evident
that the amount the carrier must pay for adequate insurance will directly affect
the amount the shipper must pay for shipping his property, which in turn will
ultimately affect the amount of property shipped by air. It must be recognized that
it is to the advantage of the carrier, the shipper, and the public in general that transportation of property by air be extended to its fullest capabilities. This can only be
done if the carriers offer reasonable shipping rates and at the same time assure the
shipper a reasonable return if his property is lost or damaged.
It would seem that the problem of reasonable rates for insurance is closely related
to the right of the carrier legally to limit its liability by publishing the limitation in
the express receipt or in a tariff, for by so doing it can carry a lesser amount of
insurance. In regard to the shipper any proper solution must be fair. He is at
least entitled to the assurance of a return of the reasonable value of his property in
case of loss or damage as well as being able to ship his property at reasonable rates
and to know approximately his status in the situation. Really the main difficulty
in this field of aviation is uncertainty.
Generally the first problem to be considered in determining the liability of a
carrier is to ascertain whether the carrier is a common or private one. The chief test
applied is whether or not the operator of the aircraft, either by express written or
oral statements, or by his course of conduct, holds himself out to the public as
willing to carry at a fixed rate all persons applying for transportation or all goods
presented for carriage so long as his plane or planes will carry them. 3 Different
rules of liability apply to these two types of carriers. Private carriers are liable only
if negligent while, in the absence of statutes, common carriers are held to be insurers
of the safety of property entrusted to their care except for loss caused by acts of God,
9 Md. Laws 1931, c. 403; 1931 U. S. Av. R. 365. The Maryland statute, which applies only to
interstate and foreign air commerce, requires a written declaration of the character and value of certain
named articles at the time they are entrusted to an air carrier or the carrier is not liable as "carrier
thereof in any form or manner." These articles include gold and other precious metals and goods.
Air carriers are exempt from liability for damages caused by injury or loss of such articles caused by
faults or errors in navigation, dangers of the air, acts of God or a public enemy, inherent defects of the
thing carried, insufficiency of package, seizure under legal process, acts of the shipper, or acts done while
attempting to save life or property.
10 CaAR.Es S. RatYNE, AVIATION ACCIDENT LAw 105 (1947).
"' See Sec. 2241 as amended.
(938), 49 U. S. C. §483 (946).

1252 STAT. 992

" For a discussion with cases on the subject of aircraft operators as common or private carriers, see
RrMNE, op. cit. supra note io, at 45-54.

LIABILITY PROBLEMS OF AIR CARGO CARRIAGE

71

the public enemy, public authority, or the shipper, or by the inherent nature of the
goods. However, since the Economic Regulations of the Civil Aeronautics Act of
193814 apply only to common carriers, this article will consider only the problems of
the common carrier of cargo by air.
Since it is the general rule that common carriers of goods are held liable for loss
or damage of goods entrusted to their care, it would logically appear that common
carriers of goods by airplanes are subject to the same general rules as other common carriers and that the courts will most certainly apply to the common carrier by
air the same rules which the common law developed for the others.' 5
Courts in the United States have consistently held provisions limiting the liability
of air carriers and other common carriers for damages arising from personal injuries
to passengers invalid as contrary to public policy. 6 These courts, however, have
upheld such liability limitations when applicable to baggage or express if such provisions are reasonable and do not exempt the carrier from liability for its own negligence."7 Also, the United States courts have held that provisions in the ticket
providing that the company was not a common carrier are invalid.'8 The Supreme
Court of the United States has said:
Whether a transportation agency is a common carrier depends not upon its corporate char-

acter or declared purposes, but upon what it does.'"
The Civil Aeronautics Act of 1938 requires the carriers to file tariffs20 with strict
observance of those tariffs enforced upon the carriers2 ' and with any departure from
them made a criminal offense.2 2 It is within these tariffs that the carriers' limitations
of liability are found, and the problem arises now as to the effect of these filed tariffs
on the contracts of carriage. Since there is no statutory or case law on this particular
subject, it is necessary to determine how the problem has been handled in other
fields and by analogy apply that to aviation.
Where the problem has come before the courts as to the rates charged by the
carriers the courts have almost consistently held that the filed tariff is conclusive
evidence of the contract of carriage.23 However, where the problem involves a rule
"4 52 STAT. 977 (1938),

49 U. S. C. §401 (946).
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"Sec. 4 o3 (b), 52 STAT. 992, 49 U. S. C. A. §4 83(b) (Supp. 1948).
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contained in a tariff the courts have not been as consistent.24 The case of Adams
Express Co. v. Croninger25 is basic in this field. Here the shipper delivered a
diamond ring to the express company for interstate shipment. Upon non-delivery
of the ring he instituted action for its market value. The defense of the express
company was that provisions in the receipt and the tariff filed with the Interstate
Commerce Commission required the value of the property shipped to be declared
and limited liability for loss to $5o if the value was not declared. The Supreme
Court held the contracts for shipments of interstate goods were governed by the
Interstate Commerce Act and that the shipper was presumed to have knowledge of
the filed tariff provisions and was therefore bound by those provisions. The Court
based its decision on the Carmack amendment to the Interstate Commerce Act.
This decision was followed by several cases2" which in turn were followed by the
First0- and Second Cummins Amendments to the same Act.28 The latter now provides as follows:
Any common carrier, railroad, or transportation company subject to the provisions of
this chapter receiving property ... shall issue a receipt or bill of lading therefor, and shall
be liable to the lawful holder thereof for any loss, damage, or injury to such property
caused by it or by any common carrier, railroad, or transportation company ... and no
contract receipt, rule, regulation, or other limitation of any character whatsoever shall exempt such common carrier ... from the liability hereby imposed; and any such common
carrier ... shall be liable to the lawful holder of said receipt or bill of lading ... for the
full actual loss, damage or injury to such property ...notwithstanding any limitation
of liability or limitation of the amount of recovery or representation or agreement as to
value in any such receipt or bill of lading, or in any contract, rule, regulation, or in any
tariff filed with the Interstate Commerce Commission; and any such limitation, without
respect to the manner or form in which it is sought to be made is declared to be unlawful
and void; .. .Provided, however, that the provisions hereof respecting liability for full
actual loss, damage, or injury, notwithstanding any limitation of liability . . . and declaring any such limitation to be unlawful and void, shall not apply, first, to baggage
carried on passenger trains or boats, or trains or boats carrying passengers; second, to
property, except ordinary livestock, received for transportation concerning which the
carrier shall have been or shall be expressly authorized or required by order of the Interstate Commerce Commission to establish and maintain rates dependent upon the value
declared in writing by the shipper or agreed upon in writing as the released value of the
property, in which case such declaration or agreement shall have no other effect than to
limit liability and recovery to an amount not exceeding the value so declared or released
...and any tariff schedule which may be filed with the commission pursuant to such
order shall contain specific reference thereto and may establish rates varying with the
value so declared and agreed upon....
"4 Judge v. Northern Pacific Ry., 189 Fed. 1014 (C. C. D. Ore. x911).
U. S. 491 (1913).
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"Chicago, St. P., M. and 0. Ry. v. Latta, 226 U. S. 519 (1913); Missouri, K. and T. Ry. v. Harriman, 227 U. S. 657 (1913); Wells Fargo and Co. v. Neiman-Marcus Co., 227 U. S. 469 (1913);
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2738 STAT. 1196 (915),
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It is apparent from the above that the Congress has, by express language, permitted
the railroads to establish limitations on their liability.
The Civil Aeronautics Act of 1938 does not contain any language similar to that
quoted above. Section 484(a) of the Act does, however, provide: 29
It shall be the duty of every air carrier to provide and furnish interstate and overseas

air transportation, as authorized by its certificate . . . to establish, observe, and enforce
just and reasonable individual and joint rates, fares, and charges, and just and reasonable

classifications, rules, regulations, and practices relating to such air transportation....

But it is apparent that the duty to establish "just and reasonable ... rules, regulations, and practices relating to such air transportation" is not equivalent to an express
permission to limit liability.
There have been three decisions on the question of the tariffs filed under the
Civil Aeronautics Act. In Jones v. Northwest Airlines, Inc.,30 plaintiff purchased
a round trip ticket and informed the airline agent that his time within which to
make the trip was limited. He was advised that he would probably have adequate
time. The ticket contained the usual provision that it was sold subject to tariff
regulations. The flight was cancelled because of weather and plaintiff was told
that he could have the next available transportation. He demanded a seat on the
next plane and was refused. He then brought suit for breach of contract alleging
that the contract of carriage was based on the time element involved and that he
was entitled to the next available seat. The court held that the plaintiff purchased
his ticket subject to tariff provisions on file with the Civil Aeronautics Board, one
of which provided that the carrier could at any time without responsibility make
any flight cancellations it deemed advisable, and that therefore there was no breach
of contract.
In Adler v. Chicago and Southern Air Lines, Inc.,3 1 the plaintiff also sued for
damages when the airline cancelled a flight. The airline again defended on the
ground that its tariffs provided for cancellation. The court disposed of the plaintiff's
contention that the rule was unreasonable by dismissing the complaint on the ground
that the Civil Aeronautics Board had exclusive jurisdiction to pass on the lawfulness
of the rule.
In the third case, Swivalk v. Pennsylvania-CentralAirlines Corp," which is the
only American court decision involving a claim for damages to baggage, plaintiff,
an intrastate passenger on an interstate airline, brought an action for damages to
her baggage caused by the breaking of a bottle of toilet water wrapped securely in
her traveling bag. The bottle broke as a result of the defendant's employee placing
29 52 STAT. 993 (Y938), 49 U. S. C. §484(a) (1946).
10 157 P. 2d 728 (1945).
214

F. Supp. 366 (E. D. Mo. 194), 1942 U. S. Av. R. 1S.

In England the case of Asian v. Imperial Airways,
in a contract of carriage exempting the air
provision
a
that
holds
1933),
B.
(K.
Ltd., 175 L. T. 378
carrier from liability for loss of certain gold bullion is valid so there can be no recovery for loss 6f
the bullion.
32 1941 U. S. Av. R. 66 (C. C. Mich. 1940).
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a heavy box on the traveling bag. The defendant, pursuant to its business as an
interstate carrier, had filed tariffs and regulations with the Civil Aeronautics Authority and one of these had provided under "Articles not acceptable as baggage" that
"Except upon special arrangements made in advance ... liquids ... which are not
suitable for transport by aircraft ... will not be accepted as baggage or enclosed in
luggage." The plaintiff's ticket had printed on it, "Subject to tariff rules and regulations." The court held that the regulation did not apply, since it was not the intention of the air carrier to so hamper air travel as to bar travelers' toilet cases containing
small quantities of liquid toilet articles.
It appears from the problems considered above that the courts will uphold any
reasonable limitations on liability imposed by the air cargo carrier. We may further
assume that when the problem before the court is one dealing with a rate in a tariff,
the tariff will be considered the contract of carriage and conclusive as far as rates
are concerned. However, when the court has before it a rule or regulation contained in a tariff, it would appear that the rule or regulation may be attacked on the
grounds of being unreasonable, of being beyond the intention of the legislature, and
in general of being unlawfulV3
All kinds of ideas have been advanced with the object of freeing civil aviation
from the uncertainties created by the existing legal rules of civil liability. These
include compulsory insurance,34 uniform state liability legislation," federal liability
legislation,3 6 international conventions, 37 and the formation of mutual cooperative
associations by air transport companies to standardize the liabilities of these companiesO s This subject has been given most thorough consideration by the American Bar Association,39 state aviation officials," the Air Transport Association, the
National Conference of Commissioners on Uniform States Laws, 41 and the Civil
Aeronautics BoardV2 In order to have any fair workable solution to these uncer"3For two excellent discussions of the entire tariff problem, see Markham and Blair, The Effect of
Tariff Provisions Filed Under the Civil Aeronautics Act, 15 J. Ant L. AND CoN. 251 (1948), and King,
The Effects of Tariff Provisions: Some Further Observations, 16 J. AIR L. AND Com. 174 (1949).
" Ball, Compulsory Airplane Insurance, 4 J. AIR L. 52 (1933); O'Ryan, Limitation of Aircraft Liabil.
ity, 3 AIR L. REV. 27 (1932).

" Knauth, The Uniform State Aeronautical Liability Act, 9 AIR L. REV. 352 (1938). In opposition
to this proposed Act, see David, The Uniform State Aeronautical Code, 8 AIR L. REv. 282 (1937), and
David, Comments on the Proposed Uniform Aviation Liability Act, 9 AIR L. REV. 359 (1938). Also see
the very careful analysis of the proposed uniform law in Godehn et al., Proposed Lawv of Air Freight, 8
J. AIR. L. 505 (1937), 9 J. AIR L. 132 (1938).
"' SWEENEY, REPORT TO THE CIVIL AERONAUTICS BOARD OF A STUDY O

PROPOSED AVIATIoN LIABILITY

LEOISLA'ON (1941); Fike, The Problem of Interstate Air Commerce Casualties, 9 AIR L. REv. 250
(1938); Buhler, Limitation of Air Carriers Tort Liability and Related Insurance Coverage-A Proposed
Federal Air PassengerLiability Act, ii AIR L. REV. 262 (1940). See H. R. 531, H. R. 532, H. R. 4912,
and S. 1905, 7 9 th Congress (1945-1946).
" RHYNE, ofP. cit. supra note io, at 252-283.
" Fike, Air Transportation Protection, 8 AIR L. RE. 316 (1937).
"Report of the Standing Committee on Aeronautical Law, 67 A. B. A. REP. 186 (1942), and CuRRENT STATUS OP AVIATION LAW, A REPORT TO THE HOUSE OF DELEGATES OF THE AMERICAN BAR ASSO-

CIATION BY THE STANDING COMsMITTEE ON AERONAUTICAL LAW (1947).
"Report on the Proposed Uniform Aeronautical Code, 9 J. AIR L. 679 (1938).
"Schnader,
Uniform Aviation
2
See SWEENEY, Op. cit. supra

Liability Act, 9
note 36.

J. AIR.

L. 664 (1938).
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tainties it is clear that the air cargo carrier and air cargo shipper must both make
reasonable concessions. Also, the insurance industry should contribute its maximum
effort in this field of aviation.

The latest survey on aviation insurance was made by the Civil Aeronautics Board
in 1944, 3 when it was discovered that three insurance groups dominate the American aviation insurance market: Aero Insurance Underwriters, Associated Aviation
Underwriters, and United States Aviation Underwriters, Inc. Through them, the
group plan of underwriting has been the manner in which aviation insurance has
developed in the United States, with a spreading of a given risk over a number of
companies. According to the survey the underwriting groups consisted of a small
percentage only of the available insurance companies in the United States,4 4 but
they were providing a wide range of coverage which at this time did not include
writing insurance on cargo. However, the groups expressed the desire to go into
this field in the future. On the basis of information furnished the Board it concluded
that underwriting experience in the field of aviation had been favorable, with substantial profits.45 The Board further found an absence of competition among the
underwriters but did not find any agreements between them or that one group dominated another. The Board concluded that there was no question but that in America
there were adequate insurance assets for the aviation market and that the Federal
Government had an interest in seeing that the American aviation insurance market
functioned so as to make its maximum contributions to the development and expansion of aviation. The Board remarked on the unavailability and inadequacy of
information furnished, and stated that the information before it did not permit any
conclusions as to whether the aviation market had been functioning in accord with
the public interest in the development of aviation. The Board concluded the report
by stating continued observation was in order, but unfortunately as of the writing
of this article nothing further has apparently been done. It is certainly true, as the
Board concludes, that at least as of the date of the report there were substantial
insurance resources not participating in the field of aviation and that the American
insurance market could contribute much in this field.
In considering a reasonable solution to the problems presented it is interesting
to look at other types of common carriers of cargo and see how their problems have
been dealt with.
In the very closely related field of international transportation of cargo by air the
Warsaw Convention" is controlling. The United States and most of the major
" CIVIL AERONAUTICS BoARD, A STUDY oF AVIATION INSURANCE (1944)-

"'During the year 1942 there were 267 American stock fire insurance companies doing business in
the United States and only 76 were members of the three groups; also there were a8i stock casualty
insurance companies and 23 were members of the three groups. See Shrimpton, Insurance on Wings,
17 Rocxy MT. L. Rav. 58 (1944)"During the year 5941 the three underwriting groups wrote $13,303,034 worth of premiums for all
classes of aviation risks. Profits amounted to 25.4 per cent of premiums for airline insurance alone and

25.9 per cent of premiums when all classes of aviation insurance were considered.
40 49 STAT. 3000 (1934), International Air Transportation, U. S. TREATY SER. No. 876 (i934).
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nations of the world are parties to this. The Convention applies to all international
transportation of persons, baggage or goods performed by aircraft for hire, with no
distinction between common and private carriers 7 The Convention requires the
issuance of a specified passenger ticket, baggage check, and air waybill and gives the
detailed provisions which "must" be included s If an air carrier accepts a passenger,
baggage, or goods without issuing the passenger ticket, baggage check, or air waybill, it is not entitled to avail itself of those provisions of the Convention which
exclude or limit its liability.49 The Convention provides that the air carrier shall
be liable for damages sustained by destruction, loss, or damage to baggage or goods, °
with the defense available to the carrier that the damage was occasioned by error
in piloting, in the handling of the aircraft, or in navigation, and that in all other
respects the carrier had taken all necessary measures to avoid damage. " The Convention provides a limitation for baggage and goods of 250 francs per kilogram,"
unless a higher declaration of value was made and a supplementary sum paid.3 The
liability provisions of the Convention are limitations rather than indemnities and
the damage claimed must be justified. Further, the carrier is prohibited from reliev54
ing itself of liability or fixing a lower limit than that laid down by the Convention.
The Convention provides that any clause in a contract of transportation and all special agreements entered into before damage occurs by which the parties purport to
infringe the rules laid down by the convention are null and void. " '
In considering the railroad as a common carrier of cargo it has been noted above "
that the railroads' liability as insurers under the common law has been relaxed so as
to permit them to establish rates based upon the declared values for baggage and
express, thereby validating their liability limitation provisions. The Carmack
amendment has been extended to goods shipped by motor vehicles in interstate commerce, 7 and the common carrier by water in regard to goods carried may limit its
liability but only by the stipulation of value in the bill of lading.'
One of the ideas advanced with the object of freeing civil aviation from the uncertainties created by existing rules of civil liability is the Uniform Aviation Liability
Act,59 which if adopted by any state would apply to aircraft flying within the state.
In the case of passengers and goods it would apply when the contract of carriage is
made within the state. Under this uniform law absolute liability would be imposed
471d. Art. i.
'8 1d. Arts. 3-x6.
,9 Ibid.
90

1d. Art. 18.

"I1d.

Ar. -,o(2).

r This amounts to approximately $x6.58 per kilogram in U. S. currency.
'U.
S. TREATY Saa. No. 876, op. cit. supra note 46, Art. 22(2).
54

Id. Art. 23.
" Id. Art. 32. For an article stating that the Warsaw Convention is unfair to the air cargo shipper,
see Wolf, The Unwary Airshipper's Peril, 20 PN. BAR Ass'x Q. (1949).

"Supra note 28.
7

" Sec. 129, Motor Carrier Act, 49 STAT. 563 (1935), 49 U. S. C. A. §319 (Supp. 5948).
8
" Harter Act, 27 STAT. 445 (1893), 46 U. S. C. A. §§x9o-x95 (Supp. 1948).
" Supra note 35.
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for loss or damage to goods, but if the value of the goods or baggage is not declared
the recovery is limited to $xoo. Another idea advanced is federal liability legislation,"0 with the carrier having the necessity of proving non-negligence in the case
of loss or damage to goods.
It is evident that there are uncertainties in the field of air cargo transportation.
It is likewise evident that in every other field of cargo transportation there is uniformity. In international air cargo transportation there is the Warsaw Convention.
In cargo transportation by railroad and motor carrier there is the Carmack Amendment, and in transportation of cargo by water there is the Harter Amendment. A
uniform law is essential, and in view of the difficulty involved in having the various
states adopt a uniform law, federal legislation is needed to settle in a uniform manner
the liability questions which can arise in connection with the carriage by air of baggage and express under existing law.
"0Supra note 36.

